PAGE  
2

Indigenous ICT Taskforce

Contact: 

    Ann-Kristin Håkansson, akigua@telia.com
    Kenneth Deer, kend@easterndoor.com
___________________________________________________________________________

IGF - Contribution

1. Openness

A thriving public domain is an important element of the Information Society. The free flow of information and access to knowledge ensure its development. Freedom of expression, besides being a vital human right, also contributes to a growing public domain. The Internet on its part is a major vehicle to access and disseminate knowledge and information and thus to feed the public domain. The unauthorized release of traditional knowledge into the public domain will likely violate the rights of Indigenous Peoples.

Sharing is an integral part of Indigenous cultures. Sharing follows certain rules and ethical principles which are embedded in customary law. This is particularly true for traditional knowledge. Some of it can be released into the public domain and thus shared with other stakeholders of the Information Society. Some of it can not be in the public domain and freely used for whatever purposes. The use and application of different kinds of traditional knowledge is regulated by Indigenous customary law. 

Free use of traditional knowledge - such as agricultural, medicinal or biological knowledge - by industry may contradict Indigenous principles of exchange and reciprocity. Indigenous Peoples do not object to sharing their knowledge for the benefit of humankind. But if a company claims private Intellectual Property Rights to products or substances derived from their knowledge, there is neither an exchange nor reciprocity involved.

Finally, the concept of traditional knowledge is broader than the knowledge concept of non-Indigenous cultures. Names, pictures, designs, paintings, dance, music, certain ceremonial objects that may be regarded as arts, amongst others, can contain traditional knowledge. Some of it may be public knowledge, some of it may be knowledge which is not supposed to be disclosed publicly. Unauthorized use and dissemination of Indigenous cultural heritage, for instance in the context of the Internet, therefore may severely harm Indigenous Peoples. These concerns include unauthorized use of Indigenous names and terms as Internet domain names or as advertisement for private and commercial web-sites.

Exclusively following the public domain concept provided for by Western economic theory would put Indigenous Peoples in a position of disregarding their own laws. Dissemination of traditional knowledge via the Internet without permission of the Indigenous Peoples concerned would have the same effect.

The IGF could be an avenue to find common grounds, enabling Indigenous Peoples to support the principles of free flow of information and access to knowledge without violating their customary laws.

Diversity

Multilingualism is an important issue for Indigenous Peoples. 

Developing Indigenous languages as ICT-languages could, on the one hand, significantly assist them in preserving and strengthening their mother tongues. On the other hand, there are considerable risks that such a process may lead to language loss. Often, Indigenous languages are not written languages. Encoding scripts, however, is based on standardization that might neglect their richness and diversity with local variations. In addition, without full and effective participation of the Indigenous Peoples concerned, the encoded sripts might not adequately reflect the spoken language. Involving fluent speakers, and particularly Elders, may therefore be crucial.

Furthermore, unconventional partnerships are needed to develop the necessary software in Indigenous languages. Such a software may have to work simultaneously with generally understandable cultural symbols, so that it can be handled by illiterate Indigenous users as well. Again, participation of Indigenous Peoples in the development process is indispensable in order to create a software that can truly be of use for them. 

Promoting local content is another issue that is of relevance for Indigenous Peoples in many ways. 


It could assist them in strengthening their cultures, and particularly their languages, for instance by producing teaching material. It could also be an avenue to educate the non-Indigenous world about their cultures and thus enhance intercultural understanding and counter racism against them.

Unfortunately, however, digital recording and documentation of Indigenous knowledge and cultural heritage for the purpose of strengthening Indigenous cultures simultaneously places the content in the public domain. The problems that this could raise for Indigenous Peoples are described above.

Fulfilling local information needs is another field to be taken into consideration when promoting local content. Fighting poverty is an important aspect in this context, for instance by providing information that assists the local economy. Information on markets and prices may be an example. Producing local content can also be a significant step in closing the general information gap that many Indigenous Peoples are suffering from. Usually, they are cut of from information about national and international developments, and sometimes even about developments in their own region that affect them.

Finally, the principle of producing local content by Indigenous Peoples for Indigenous Peoples should be promoted. Capacity-building is essential to strengthen Indigenous producers as well as Indigenous users. Capacity-building measures should be designed and carried out with involvement of Indigenous ICT experts.

The IGF could be an avenue to build partnerships between Indigenous Peoples and other stakeholders of the Information Society on promoting multilingualism and local content with the goal to strengthen Indigenous cultures and to foster cultural diversity.

Access

Internet connectivity is an essential question for Indigenous Peoples.

Indigenous Peoples clearly are on the wrong side of the digital divide. Many of them have, for instance, no access to the Internet or do not have the expertise to take advantage of its potentials (e.g. creation of web-sites or portals). 

Indigenous Peoples need to bridge the digital divide on their own terms. They should be able to determine the approach to be taken in this process. Solutions need to be culturally sensitive and technically adapted to local conditions in order to be sustainable.

It would be important to recognize that for many Indigenous Peoples “bridging the digital divide” also means having access to “traditional” ICTs. Indigenous community radios, for instance, are a well adapted ICT solution. They are usually operated with extensive community involvement for producing and broadcasting local content in a culturally appropriate way and in the respective Indigenous language. At the same time, the technology can be simple and affordable and maintenance is possible even if financial resources are meagre, access to equipment is limited, infrastructure is weak and climatic conditions are severe.

Thus, “traditional ICTs” such as community radios may provide a good basis to connect Indigenous communities to “new ICTs”, and particularly the Internet. Indigenous research projects could explore these possibilities and assist in developing innovative strategies to use any exstisting potentials in the most cost-efficient way. Training of radio staff and Indigenous teachers would be an important measure to be considered in this context.

However, national media policies often compromise the right of Indigenous Peoples to participate in the Information Society, for instance by creating a generally unfavourable environment for the establishment of Indigenous media or by denying them concessions for radio frequencies. These policy problems need to be addressed, not only with regard to frequencies but also with regard to domain names, servers, portals etc.

The IGF could be an avenue to assist Indigenous Peoples in bridging the digital divide in an innovative and sustainable way and in addressing related policy issues and ways of financial support.

